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This presentation compares CAQDAS (Computer Assisted Qualitative Data AnalysiS) software packages for qualitative data with freely available desktop search engines. I argue that computer analysis can substantially improve the analysis of qualitative data, and is particularly useful for large and long-term projects because it creates an easily accessible database. However, I argue that the advantages of this type of software are being eroded by freely available desk top search engines that facilitate data access without coding.

CAQDAS computer software is widely used for coding qualitative social research. The literature suggests that using a CAQDAS package enables: easier data reduction, more systematic coding, speed and comprehensiveness of searching, handling of multiple and overlapping codes, the handling of very large data sets, flexibility, testing of hypotheses and the identification of negative cases (Coffey, Holbrook, & Atkinson 1996;Fielding 1994;Gerson 1984;Padilla 1991). Conrad & Shulamit ( 1984) claim that using a computer for the more mechanical aspects of the process allows the researcher to devote more energy to analytic and interpretive work. However, some contend that CAQDAS encourages a focus on de-contextualised segments (Bong 2002), and may misconstrue the nuances of language and meaning. The ease and flexibility of software assisted coding may encourage the creation of ‘too many’ codes and consequent loss of understanding of the overall picture (Roberts & Wilson 2002). Coffey et al. ( 1996) and Lonkila ( 1995), argue that there is a risk that analysts may confuse coding with analysis and neglect interpretation, and that CAQDAS creates a bias towards grounded theory. Lee and Fielding ( 1996) dispute this claim and argue that CAQDAS is adaptable for different analytic strategies. 

Market research agencies tend to use either a ‘holistic, interpretive approach’ (Gordon & Langmaid 1988) where transcripts are coded as a whole, or a ‘cut and paste’ process where segments of the data are separated and allocated to different codes (Coffey & Atkinson 1996). CAQDAS packages are rarely used (Ereaut, Imms, & Callingham 2002); in a survey of 46 agencies Nancarrow et. al ( 1996) found that only one out of the 26 that responded actually used a CAQDAS program. 

CAQDAS programmes analyse words not numbers, but have increasingly  sophisticated tools which enable quick identification of searched terms using complex Boolean logic. Their major disadvantage is the requirement for coding which is laborious and time consuming. However, desktop search engines (which are currently free) can be used for basic without coding. Theoretically these could be very useful of the analysis of the qualitative open-ended questions in online questionnaires.

